There has been a lot of ink spilled about this painting, which rose to fame in recent years after several scholars of eighteenth and nineteenth century French art history offered their wildly varying interpretations of this complex artwork. In my bibliography, I have cited Mechtild Fend, Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby, Viktoria Schmidt-Linsenhoff, James Smalls, Helen Weston, and Anne Lafont, who have all written essays about Benoist's portrait, expanding the discourse surrounding it.
Marie-Guillemine Benoist's Portrait d'une Femme Noire, exhibited in the 1800 Paris Salon, stood out among the plethora of white figures that dominated the walls of the Louvre, sparking controversy due to its peculiar subject: a woman of African descent "who had experienced slavery and in 1794 achieved French citizenship." 1 ( Fig. 1 ) Benoist painted this remarkable picture in the decade between the first abolition of slavery in the French colonies in 1794 and Napoleon's reinstatement of it in 1804. What did it mean to be a free black woman in this short, politically unstable period? Did she begin to conform to the paradigm of womanhood promoted by Enlightenment thinkers, which mainly concerned white women, or was she defined by a separate set of cultural conventions and ideologies? In the absence of firsthand accounts of art and writing by black women, I have analyzed the conditions of their existence, ideologies that shaped their realities, and a varying range of visual and literary representations, to understand something of the kind of roles and experiences the women had in revolutionary France. Through close readings of a selection of portraits and early nineteenth-century novels by white European women, I argue that their representations of black women treat the latter sympathetically as compelling and multifaceted subjects. Rather than representing them in terms of cultural stereotypes, which was typical of the time, women like Marie-Guillemine Benoist, Isabelle de Charrière, Claire de Duras, and Sophie de Tott presented their black subjects as beautiful-if also sometimes tragic-women capable of feeling a range of emotions, experiencing hardships, analyzing interpersonal dilemmas, entrenched cultural restrictions placed on them were due to reasons of racial bias, compounded by patriarchal cultural attitudes towards women as a class.
During the second half of the eighteenth century, certain beliefs by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and other Enlightenment thinkers gained wide currency, such as: a woman's youth and beauty factor heavily into her worth as a potential wife and woman in general; she had a duty to her country to be a good wife and mother; she should be educated, but not more than a man; she should not have a profession, even if those of the lower classes were expected to work. Did these beliefs apply to black women? According to Viktoria Schmidt-Linsenhoff in an article about Benoist's now famous portrait, black women were able to develop the "type of individuality the republican culture invented for white French women." 5 Servants of aristocratic white women were not only exposed to their social circles, fashion trends, and even conversations with close friends, but in some cases they were able to participate-at least up to a point.
Such was the case for the heroine described in Claire de Duras's novel Ourika (1823).
Based loosely on a true story, Ourika was a young Senegalese girl who was raised in an aristocratic home after the Chevalier de Boufflers, feeling pity for the vulnerable child, saved her from a life of hard slave labor in the colonies by purchasing her as a gift for Madame de Beauvau. Growing up in de Beauvau's home, Ourika excelled at absorbing the many facets of aristocratic life. Perhaps the prescribed conventions for upper class white women applied to Ourika, too, such that her worth comprised of her duties to the family, appearance, behavior, charm, and even level of educationmuch like her white counterparts. However, there was an additional set of limitations that black women experienced that white women did not, because white culture in France reinforced implicit There was not just an absence of black women's contributions to French society in this period, but an active rejection and exclusion of them, despite their supposed freedom and legal citizenship.
Instead, white French artists and writers were the ones that created representations of black women, with which black women may or may not have identified. Although we cannot deduce their reactions to these images and texts, the varied range of representations produced by the fouraforementioned white European women can tell us quite a lot about the cultural conditions in which black women lived and the ideologies about race that they had to reckon with throughout their lives.
Before the abolition of slavery in 1794, which was achieved in large part by the Haitian revolution, the institution was an abstract concept to most French people; it was not allowed in continental France, but at the same time, black individuals were never equal or fully free. 6 Thus, the status of black women in France was always ambiguous. The Atlantic Ocean separated French people from the horrific realities of the brutal practices in the colonies, which meant that people were for or against it without really understanding its severity. Oriental costume-their accessories and clothes enhance the exotic appeal of her portrait. They look up at her in adoration as they hold up her garments and accoutrements. The mistress's large figure underscores her authority over them in this visual hierarchy, taking up more of the picture plane than each of her servants. As in other images, not only are black women shown here providing practical service, they are also aesthetic elements to the composition. The servants' brown and black skin contrast Mademoiselle de Clermont's porcelain white skin, highlighting her as the subject of the portrait. Nattier demonstrates this facet of white culture's perception of blackness and construction of race, one that represents black women as props in an aristocrat's portrait rather than painting them as subjects themselves. Such images convey a sense of how black women were typically portrayed in art, but I have pondered over their secondary roles as servants-working so closely with aristocratic women who had access to many resources-and wondered if in real life they ever participated in aristocratic culture, perhaps even aspired to the conventions of womanhood embraced by their mistresses, or if they always remained camouflaged in the background and ignored. It is difficult to imagine that they did not. Claire de Duras was the first author to write a novel narrated in the first person by a black woman, and she created an imaginative space in which her protagonist, Ourika, certainly had such aspirations, at least until she learned of her social limitations imposed by her difference.
The range of representations of black womanhood was often paradoxical, because different groups produced images and texts that stem from their contradictory beliefs. In France, as elsewhere in Europe, there was cultural and political tension in the late 1780's through to the 1820's, which included a tumultuous push-and-pull between pro-slavery activists and abolitionists, which resulted in conflicting representations of black women. On the one hand, black women were widely considered to be hideous, and when Benoist portrayed her black sitter, for many critics the portrait was proof of a white artist's talent to have painted such an ugly creature with grace.
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Paradoxically, black women were also objectified, exoticized, and hyper-sexualized. On the other, women like Benoist had a different take on black women and represented them as beautiful people.
But, unlike white women artists, there seems to be a lack of documentation of black women publicly or even privately responding to the discourse on their representation in French culture.
Perhaps this restriction on black female autonomy and contributions to society is due to the engrained belief that blacks were inferior to whites, less intelligent, and savage-refusing to educate black people and hindering the development of their art, literature, etc. within the dominant white power structure in France. (Fig. 6 ) In Tott's portrait-which has received little to no scholarly attention-Ourika is the main subject, which is a divergence from the compositional norms of black representation in portraiture. Tott depicts the young girl in Oriental dress, partially bare-breasted, kneeling, holding a wreath of flowers over a marble bust of her benefactor-the gesture alludes to the iconography of Nike, goddess of victory-touching his chin affectionately, and meeting the viewers' gaze with a sweet smile. Even while kneeling, Ourika's head rises higher than the white portrait bust. Her more prominent hierarchical position in the composition, her smile, and her eager crowning of the bust with a wreath of flowers may suggest that she is expressing an appreciative attitude towards her benefactor, who had saved her from a miserable life of slave labor. Tott's saccharine portrait of Ourika may further suggest that her interaction with the young black sitter was a pleasant one, which reveals a change in the way black women were represented in French culture. Perhaps Ourika's adoring gestures in the portrait could also convey her genuine "opinion" of her master. Even slight traces of a black woman's agency, such as this, should not be taken for granted.
Concerning the more common types of portraits of black women, David Bindman argues that the agreeable relationships between mistresses and their servants in portraits were a façade "suffused with fantasy, expressed in the assumption of the latter's willing acceptance of their subordinate role… [when] in reality, slaves often tried to escape and were sometimes forced to wear immovable collars with their owners' names to identify them." 14 It is nearly impossible to determine whether the historical Ourika really appreciated her benefactors and enjoyed her aristocratic upbringing, or if she ever wished to run away due to any mistreatment. I am more inclined to believe the former, because we can assume that she lived in a comfortable home with a benevolent family who treated her kindly, since the chevalier felt enough pity to rescue her from a life of strenuous slave labor in the colonies. It makes sense that she would have been naïve about her blackness and genuinely believed that she was an unquestioned, beloved member of the family who raised her, because she was just a child after all. Her sheltered life as the house "pet" protected her from the realities of slavery in the colonies and of servanthood in continental France.
Isabelle de Charrière was a woman author working in this period who also expounded upon the typical representations of black women, around the same time as Tott and Benoist. Her short piece entitled Constance's Story, which was an unpublished elaboration of her novel Three Women in a chair, and her body cropped at the waist, which was typical of portraits made for the bourgeoisie. There is no sense of depth in the ambiguous setting behind her, but the flat, goldenbrown backdrop contrasts the sitter's dark, smooth skin. She is wearing a crisp, white draped garment that she bundles up around her stomach, just underneath her bared breast. The head wrap appears to be a similar white cloth wrapped intricately around her head-a bit of it left hanging to frame her cheek, while the negative space between the cloth and her throat emphasizes her long neck. A royal blue shawl cascades down her chair like water next to the delicate red ribbon that acts as a sash holding up the white drapery to her body with the help of her left hand. The light falls softly on her skin, subtly indicating the gentle curvature of her muscles and facial features.
The stark contrast between the white and black of the portrait signifies more than just paint on canvas. This striking vibration of opposing colors perturbed critics. An anonymous author of a "Critique en vaudeville" wrote, "The contrast wounds the eyes; the more it brings out the figure, the more hideous the portrait appears." 16 Even though this is a humanizing, beautiful, and therefore unprecedented painting of a black woman, she is still viewed by this critic as a hideous creature.
The chance of such criticism did not stop Benoist from challenging existing tropes of blackness to create this portrait. Benoist gracefully captures her sitter's beauty and portrays her in the neoclassical style, with elegant, well-defined forms, and a minimalistic color palette that hints at the Tricolor, perhaps correlating the love for the French nation with the sitter's legal citizenship.
This portrait is the most refined image of a black woman in this era of French art history. It is a remarkable image that does not portray her attending a mistress, posing like a compositional or aesthetic prop, wearing an exotic Oriental costume, or highly caricatured with obscenely distorted features. At first glance, the portrait does seem to play into the eroticization of the black female particularly to achieve visible material benefits; thus, the proud appearance of the black woman painted by Benoist suggests that she was, like the signares, a woman in control of her destiny.
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Lafont has also offered tantalizing evidence that the sitter may have been the wife of Benoist's brother-in-law, which is a game-changer in terms of how we understand this picture: Benoist de
Cavay could have asked Marie-Guillemine Benoist to paint a portrait of his beloved wife, which would explain the elegant execution of her likeness on canvas.
Another unique feature of this portrait is her direct, frontal gaze and slight smile; the poise of her body and the stoic expression on her face radiates confidence, or at least a sense of selfassurance. The head wrap that Benoist's sitter is wearing could also suggest that she was just a woman of the West Indies participating in the fashion trends of the region-it is not necessarily Life, the composition of a black woman cropped from the waist up, in ¾ view, single breast exposed, and wrapped in garments with a head scarf were new motifs that the artist borrowed from colonial life, similar to Benoist's formula for her composition. (Fig.9 ) But, this work was not widely known until recently, and it was never given a public airing like Benoist's portrait.
After considering the alternate perspective that places this portrait within an imperialist system, one can find an increase in and a variety of representations of black women that draws black women that includes the works of Benoist, Duras, Charrière, and Tott, all of which were considered outliers as well.
When Benoist painted her most famous portrait in 1800, it had been six years since the abolition of slavery, but instead of this being a progressive time where black women could begin their lives as legal French citizens, it continued to be a time full of political unrest until Napoleon's eventual reinstatement of slavery in 1804. Decades later in 1823, Claire de Duras wrote Ourika, inspired by the Senegalese girl from the 1790's. The novel is the first to have a black female protagonist written in first-person, which allows readers to empathize with her on a deeper level.
In Duras's fictional portrayal, Ourika was educated like any other young women in elite culture and partook in conventional female pastimes and accomplishments: engaging in modes of fashion, learning multiple languages, and receiving dance lessons. She remained in blissful ignorance of her blackness until she overheard her mistress and her friend talk about her unfortunate "condition." Ourika comes to terms with the institutional and cultural obstacles that inhibit her from realizing her true potential, regardless of the amount of education and wit she possessed: obstacles such as her inability to earn her own money and not being able to marry a white man of her own class were all contributors to her turmoil-obstacles that rang true in Charrière's short story as well. The preoccupation of white women over courtship, wifehood, and motherhood were objectives that Ourika would never experience because of the deep-seated cultural barriers working against her due to her blackness. Ourika may have been raised as an aristocrat, but she did not share the wealth and privileges of her white benefactors, even though she was considered a beloved member of their family. Although Ourika's life in the novel was filled with self-doubt, internal turmoil, resentment, and inconsolable anguish, Duras has presented a compelling black female protagonist with a believable personality, intelligence, complexity, and depth to her character.
Surprisingly, Ourika's fictionalized story captivated French audiences-their rapture rapidly developed into a phenomenon called Ourika Mania. In Robin Mitchell's analysis of the phenomenon, he cites Augustin Challamel, a contemporary of this short-lived fad, by honing in on the immediate success of Duras's novel, as it was "already known and admired at court… it was received with rapture by the general public, and was spoke of as the 'Atala of the Salons.' There were 'Ourika' bonnets, caps, gowns, shawls, [steaks, biscuits] and a color named Ourika." Mitchell reaffirms that Ourika was "too aristocratic to be a slave, yet too black to marry a white French man of her own 'class.'" 22 The public was swept away by this fictional, postmortem representation of the young Senegalese girl. After considering the varying constructions of black womanhood and representations of black women in art and literature, they seem to become an elusive mythical creature. Even with such enthralling accounts, we can only use them to infer the ways in which the cultural conditions and deep-seated ideologies of race shaped the experiences of black women. Perhaps they reveal something of the kind of experiences they had in revolutionary France: They were granted freedom and legal citizenship, yet their human rights were still a privilege; they faced lifelong institutional obstacles that prevented them from contributing their voice and creativity to French culture; they were plagued by the color of their skin, even in the eyes of those closest to them; and they live on in French art history as a kaleidoscope of paradoxical visions of their blackness by white artists who could never relate to the horrors of slavery. Yet, being a black woman in revolutionary France meant that they were also, without a doubt, exceptional. In spite of the system that refused to acknowledge, respect, and protect them-the system that exploited the most vulnerable-they survived. Act. I. Slavery will be completely abolished in all the colonies and the French possessions, two months after the promulgation of the present decree in each of them. From the promulgation of the present decree in the colonies, any corporal punishment, any sale of not free persons, will be absolutely forbidden.
It is notable that, in Gaspard De
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And the rest is history, right? Unfortunately, historical issues like the effects of slavery and colonialism, racism, imperialism, and Orientalism are still relevant to us today, but present in different contexts. The composition of her Bonnie Greer photograph mirrors the composition of Benoist's portrait: Greer is seated in ¾ view, alone in the portrait, and occupying the majority of the picture plane. She mimics the direct and stoic expression on her face-recalling Lafont's assertion that this expression exudes the confidence of a woman in control of her destiny-and meets the viewers' gaze. She is also wearing a white garment held up close to her body with a sash and more of it wrapped around her hair, which is similar to Benoist's stylistic choices for her own sitter. The differences between the two portraits, however, signify Saulter's slight reinterpretation of the famous Benoist portrait: the photograph is in grayscale instead of color, with a completely black background; the black background does not emphasize the darkness of the sitter's skin color, but, rather, complements it by emphasizing the whiteness of her garments and the highlights along the contours of her muscles, collarbones, and face; the garment she is wearing covers her completely, as opposed to revealing her breast; and instead of calling the photograph "Portrait of a Black
Woman," Sulter uses the name of her sitter, who is an accomplished black woman herself.
Recognizing the identity of the sitter transforms the photograph into the kind of portrait that an affluent or successful individual would have commissioned an artist to make, much like the way aristocrats commissioned artists to have their portraits made in this manner and composition in the eighteenth century. The fact that Sulter does not depict her with a bare breast is another artistic choice that diverges from Benoist's composition. Since Bonnie Greer is a public figure, it is possible that she did not want to expose herself in her photograph portrait. Moreover, the concealment of her body avoids inciting speculation about the continued eroticization of the black female body and heightens the focus on Greer's beauty and confident disposition in the portrait. 
